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Wilson Harris

INTERVIEW

J a n e Wilkinson interviewed Wilson Harris in Turin on 29 October 1985.

The search for identity, for wholeness, together with the theme of the broken individual, seems to be central to Caribbean literature. How do you see this problem?
Well, as I tend to see it at this point in time, there is a kind of wholeness,
but one can't structure that wholeness. One knows it's there and one
moves into it ceaselessly, but all the time one moves with partial images.
Now the partial image has within it a degree of bias but it also represents
a part of something else, so that there is a kind of ceaseless expedition into
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wholeness which has to do with the ways in which one consumes —
metaphysically consumes — the bias in the partial image and releases
that image as a part of something else which one may not be immediately
aware of in that context — one may not be immediately aware of how the
partial image links up with another partial image until the centre of being
in an imaginative work breaks or moves and the illusory centrality of the
partial image is enriched by creative paradox. So that I think in the
Caribbean and in the South Americas, because of the residue of cultures
and what has happened in the past, that kind of approach seems to be of
significance. I mean there are two questions there. One is the question of
wholeness. But that cannot be seized or structured. So we move ceaselessly into wholeness through partial images and there are two aspects to
that movement. One is the way in which one consumes the bias within
the partial image and the other is the ways in which the partial image is
released as a part of something whole. And in releasing it as a part of
something whole, one sees new links and connections with other parts
which one may not have perceived before. So the ways in which an image
alters its shape, its quantitative shape, and takes on a qualitative difference
and dimension will affect the texture of the fiction, the texture of the
images of the fictions.
Is your constant use ofparadox, your juxtaposition of apparently contradictory images
and epithets connected with this theme?
It is. It is connected with that theme.
The word 'tradition' figures prominently in your critical work, while your poetry,
novels and short stories seem to be built on a blend of various traditions. Western,
Amerindian, African, East Indian... What is tradition to you?
Well, tradition means many things of course, but one aspect I would
seize on is the paradox of forces. For example — one could give many
illustrations of this, but if I could give one, this comes quickly to mind —
it has to do with my recent novel Carnival, in which there is a false
shaman. The false shaman is the one who may commit a certain kind of
violence. So the false shaman, to put it crudely, slices, cuts, is violent.
The true shaman also slices, also cuts, but in slicing, in cutting, the true
shaman is involved in a phenomenon of creativity. There is a slicing and
a cutting involved in creation; that is, the sculptor who sculpts, the
material that he sculpts he slices. The poet as well, in becoming involved
in the disclosure of partial images and wholeness is doing a kind of slicing
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within himself yet beyond himself because he is affected by his own work.
And the distinction is that these two things resemble each other but they
are obviously radically different so there is a paradox of forces in which
you have two things that seem the same but are not the same. And in my
judgement this is at the heart of tradition. I mean one can address other
aspects of it but I think this is a very important aspect of tradition. It is
dismissed by many critics who concentrate on solidity-for-the-sake-ofsolidity and thus they do not see how an image swings around to show
many faces. O n one face is the kind of slicing that represents violence.
O n the other face one sees a slicing that has to do more with some evolutionary phenomenon which is akin to creativity. All this in fact is
ingrained in creativity.
Your slicing image is unusual. One usually thinks of creativity in terms of building or
of adding onto something...
How can one build in stone or wood except through complex displacement in the materials one uses? I think of creativity in terms of very
profound changes that can occur in a form as that form alters its complex.
For example, I was speaking of Dantesque allegory at the conference
today' and I was saying that the watertight compartments, the absolutely
sovereign compartments between the inferno, purgatorio and paradiso are in
some degree altered to overlap and penetrate one another in subtle
degrees. One is involved in an evolution of form and evolution seems to
me the best word one could use. I don't mean by this Darwinist —
certainly not Spencerian — evolution, but nevertheless I don't know of
another word which would imply the kind of changes I have in mind. In
The Secret Ladder, for example, you may remember the old m a n Poseidon,
who seems to have his skin wrinkled like a kind of snake. H e ' s a very very
old man and his hair is white as the fleece of a lamb. So he has within
himself what appears to be some kind of animal characteristic and a
human characteristic. Now I regard that as a kind of metaphysical
evolution because it indicates — it may indicate — some kind of change
within the structure of values that affects that particular society and
therefore it comes in this evolutionary form. In many of the great
religions, for example, one is aware of the half animal, half bird in the
human. Even the Christian annunciation comes with the dove, so you
have the animal or bird. And you go back into ancient savage traditions
and you see this as well. In ancient Greece as well. There is a kind of
peculiar blend of forces that seems to me to indicate a change in society as
if society is beginning to release itself from some conscription, from some
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frame in which it resides, and then you get a play of different things. In
fact as I am saying this I recall Quetzalcoatl, the ancient god of ancient
America. Quetzal is the bird and Coatl is the snake and there you have
again that kind of metaphysical evolution. I think that metaphysical
evolution also has to do with the complex consumption of bias because a
society cannot change unless it senses the ways in which it alters the rigidities and the cruelties that may have obsessed it at one period, or even the
obsession with a certain kind of absolute security that may have framed it
at a certain period. And when that alteration occurs it's akin to a kind of
evolution because it draws its substance both from nature as well as from
the human. Well, the human is in nature. When I say in nature I speak
loosely to mean the animal. I am really only speaking of 'frames' of
nature that masquerade as 'total' nature...
In the opening pages 0/Ascent to Omai there is a wonderjul image of a face with
the landscape blending into it or filtering through it. Is this also connected with what
you were saying?
Yes. That is a part of it. Y o u are speaking of the pork-knocker who is
ascending and you get a curious infiltration of different colours or
pigmentations almost as if there's a kind of cathedral complex...
Curiously enough that could be explained I suppose on the ground of
alchemy, you know, the different forces in alchemy, the nigredo, which is
the darkness, the albedo, which is the whiteness, and the cauda pavonis, the
colours of the peacock. Well, I believe all those manifestations have some
kind of evolutionary impulse, some kind of change, because after all the
human psyche is unfathomable. It needs to descend into itself to find
itself ceaselessly beyond the frames by which it deceives itself as to the
nature of the cosmos. It has its roots so deep that one can never be certain
of the depth of those roots and things can come up which alter our vision,
our whole way of sensing things, and we are released to bring together
resources which we may otherwise not see at all. Things that we may
have discarded and regarded as futile or as inferior, as one regards an
animal creature as inferior, and other things that we may have regarded
as inferior begin to play a part they become significant. And therefore
they affect our entire vision of how a society should survive, the meaning
of survival, and a lot of that is drawn from sources that one would have
thrust aside as irrelevant or unimportant. The animal world I think one
tends sometimes to think of in that way. You know, the ancient cavepainters, for example, when they painted their animals they were
conscious of a profound dialogue with the animal, so the animal that they
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had to consume was a kind of god. T h e r e was a
dialogue with the
animal. It w a s n ' t just a mechanical thing of overpowering that creature.
W e tend to some extent to overlook elements that would seem to m e to be
vitally important. W e need to draw them in again, to see them differendy
and to sense the enormity, the great potency of life that m a y reside in
something that we may dismiss as irrelevant.
You mentioned alchemy. In your book T r a d i t i o n , the W r i t e r and Society, you
say that 'we may be closer than we think to the Hermetic arts of Bruno and the
alchemical imagination where the filter of the mind was as much part of the process of
experiment as the material itself under scrutiny'. Direct or indirect references to
alchemy are in fact recurrent in your work. Would you like to explain the importance
of the 'alchemical imagination' in your writing?
Well, I c a n ' t r e m e m b e r the entire context in which that appears, but
what I would say straight away is that the alchemical imagination
functions in this way, in m y j u d g e m e n t . You know the alchemists
believed in what they call the nigredo phase, which m e a n t the unknown
land — they were entering the u n k n o w n land a n d therefore it was a kind
of darkness. Now as they explored that, a kind of illumination came into
being which they called the albedo phase or the d a w n , d a w n i n g light, and
then that moved on into the phase they called the cauda pavonis, the
colours of the peacock. Now the thing is that the cauda pavonis phase can
come back into the nigredo phase but the new nigredo phase is enriched and
it moves again into the albedo phase and that is enriched a n d it moves on...
So it's a continuous kind of cyclical thing which could be expanding, if
you like, but every time it is as if the nigredo phase alters its shape and
form as it moves back into the albedo phase. In other words the 'labels' of
alchemy are a threshold into Being, into a de-centred Being through which we
break the tyranny of one-sided existence, one-sided charisma or centrality.
This could also perhaps explain the constant recurrence of characters, names and
places in your own fiction, as if you 're continually...
Yes. I have extended that... O n e of the difficulties of these novels is that
one is continually seeking an intellectual explanation for something
which exists in an imaginative work and that always has its harassing
side. But that explanation I would take u p on a different level in terms of
what I was saying at the conference today, in terms of the noose — 'the
noose is a noose is not a noose' — you r e m e m b e r ? I was really saying that
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the history of the South Americas and the G u y a n a s is one of great uncertainty. A n d m a n y expeditions have been lost and m a n y cultures have
disappeared and we d o n ' t know what really h a p p e n e d . W e can say this
may have h a p p e n e d or that may have h a p p e n e d . It applies to individuals
as well. Expeditions have vanished. Individuals have vanished. W e do
not know exactly how the death or disappearance occurred. Therefore at
the beginning of Palace you have this curious scene in which the dreamer
descends into the world of his twin brother D o n n e and seems to see him
as if he had been shot or hanged. W e know also that he may have been
drowned. N o w these uncertainties can be built into the fiction at another
level in which you speak of the second death. But each time you come to
an end, the end of a phase, it means that you break that mould and you
sort of rehearse the thing and see it differently and then you move again
as if there's a sort of genesis of the imagination, a new start.
A constant process of rehearsals, not a finished spectacle?
Rehearsal anyway, an infinite rehearsal. So the last noose in which
D o n n e hangs and is not killed or strangled means that that is a noose but
it is not a noose. This intuitive transformation of a noose has h a u n t e d m e
for m a n y years. Now I find some consolation in calling it the ' q u a n t u m '
imagination. A particle is a name in q u a n t u m physics. In the novel, as I
wrote it, the 'second death' ushered in a change of pattern, a break in the
mould of the fiction, so to speak. A partial image carried on — to put it
crudely — into the new phase, seemed the same, but had qualitatively
altered its value to deepen, as it were, the ground of conscience, the conscience in the creative act. A noose is a noose is not a noose. T h a t ' s what these
'rehearsals' do. T h e y imply infinite qualitative distinctions in a shape or a
pattern. T h e q u a n t u m imagination. So that is another
of approaching
this m a t t e r of the circulation of forces which I spoke of before. You can
see the relationship between the two. But the question all the time is to
find some way to speak of it outside the fiction, to speak of it in purely
intellectual terms. T h a t ' s the difficulty all the time.
Like many Caribbean writers, you do not live in the Caribbean. You in fact left
Guyana in 1959. To what extent has this uprooting influenced your vision?
You must r e m e m b e r that when I left G u y a n a in 1959 I was thirty-eight,
so I h a d lived a pretty full life and h a d travelled extensively. I tend to feel
that that movement out of G u y a n a was a necessary movement for a
n u m b e r of reasons which I w o n ' t go into. But it was a necessary
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movement and almost in a sense it had to do with the breaking of a mould
of which I've been speaking. So when one looks back on these things you
can see different phases of your life as if you're living several lives. So
that the moving out of G u y a n a was at the end of a kind of metaphorical
life and the beginnings of another dimension of visionary existence. All of
that, therefore, has affected my vision of the world outside it so that in a
sense it means that one has not only a way of looking back into the past
but a way of sensing some of the problems that exist in the modern world,
of Europe or elsewhere. But one is seeing it wdth the kind of eye I have
been disclosing, one is testing this whole ground of different phases and
the breaking of moulds. T h e whole thing seems to have a kind of
rightness because it seems to suggest that the implications that one has
sensed in the Guy anas are implications that bear upon the world outside.
And if one had not moved out, well then one would not have physically
and mentally tested oneself in that way. T h e moving out seemed to be a
necessary phase. And in fact it seems to endorse what I was saying before
— the partial and the whole — that there is no single culture and no place
that can be excluded from these considerations. T h e novels I have written
since then have been set in different places but I think it helps to deepen
and in a strange way to bring me into close contact wdth this kind of
reality.
The journey into the interior, into the 'Heartland^ is evidently a metaphor for a
journey into the psychic interior of the individual, as well as being a journey into the
psychological impulses and motives that generate historical events and into the
conscious and unconscious attitudes of conquest. Do you see your work as belonging to
a kind of Heart of Darkness tradition?
I would suggest that that kind of journey in some periods raises the
matter I spoke of this morning: the impossible quest. For example, in The
Secret Ladder there is this sensation that one has that Poseidon, the
followers of Poseidon in the wake of Poseidon's death, would have pulled
the whole world down; they would have destroyed everything. So that in
the journey into the interior because there is that aspect of the impossible
quest there is also the aspect of the paradox of forces I spoke of before.
There is the whole question of how one relates to very frail things, to very
subtle and frail things which become immensely important. In other
words, when one thinks of all the lives that have been lost and eclipsed in
previous journeys, when one thinks of the landscape that you may have
noticed — say in Palace or in Oudin or elsewhere — all these peculiar
elements come into play. For example, there is the journey that the boat
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is m a k i n g w h e n it comes down the river. T h e way that the b o a t m e n have
to watch every ripple, every element in the river, just a tiny rock or
pebble, everything begins to acquire m e a n i n g and significance. It means
therefore that rather t h a n discarding things or seeing them as merely
accidental rubble, all these things begin to acquire significance, as if one
has to j u d g e the j o u r n e y as a way of resuscitating or recovering some
grasp of things which excludes nothing. Now I know that is impossible. I
m e a n , no writer could achieve that entirely. But such an impossible quest
bears u p o n inner space and inner time and therefore it bears essentially
on the value of life, the value of survival, the value of the person,
whatever may be the catastrophe that appears to overwhelm that expedition. At the heart of that catastrophe does not lie the darkness of C o n r a d ,
but an illumination, however frail that illumination is, however apparently insignificant that illumination is. It grows, it expands, it has
profound value, and therefore one is overturning the heart of darkness.
O n e is suggesting that there is a h e a r t . . . of love, if you like, b u t the two
seem close together at times because one appears to be lost at times, to be
bewildered a n d to be overwhelmed. A n d yet within this lies this frail,
apparently frail, still, small voice, that apparently frail impulse that is the
heart of love, which m a y a p p e a r to resemble the heart of darkness
because it is so frail that it seems to relinquish its capacity to heal. A n d
yet it does not do that. It has a value that one senses more and more.
This is a complicated reply to your question. I wish I could put it in a
simpler way. I m e a n , what I ' m saying, fundamentally, is that the
j o u r n e y of which you speak is one which has an overwhelming aspect, as
if everything could be destroyed. O n the other h a n d , r u n n i n g close to
that is something else which suggests that the journey is not a j o u r n e y
that is utterly a n d absolutely doomed. Because changes occur within the
j o u r n e y that allow us to see the whole j o u r n e y differently from stage to
stage. T h o s e changes are not pinned to great solidities. T h e y are pinned
to frail things. Vigilance, for example, the eye of Vigilance, his is the eye
that sees the frail things; he sees the web, the curious pentecostal web,
things that are frail, that no one else sees: he sees what appears to be the
strange spider that is climbing the cliff and that no one else appears to
see, but it becomes a wheel which spins in the waterfall and lifts someone
up. These frail things which one would otherwise overlook, give a density
to the narrative but it's as if planted in the density there are various
triggers that convert something into something else and therefore you get
this — the j o u r n e y therefore is a j o u r n e y really which has the aspect of
inner space a n d inner space (and inner time) is obviously very important
because how else would one see these frailties? It means then that the
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h u m a n person is i m b u e d with great mystery even t h o u g h h e a p p e a r s
helpless a n d even t h o u g h he m a y a p p e a r at times to be lost or bewildered.
T h e r e is some p r o f o u n d therapeutic reality within the h u m a n person a n d
some of this can only be gained w h e n one senses the potency of i n n e r
space a n d i n n e r time.
This brings us to your use of new dimensions of space and time and also character.
The reader is constantly shifted from one dimension or layer to another, which in turn
contains yet another. Does your exploration of new temporal and spatial dimensions
have something to do with the particularities of West Indian history?
It has in the sense that o u r uncertainties a b o u t history, a b o u t things that
have h a p p e n e d , are so p r o f o u n d . Not only in the W e s t Indies a n d South
A m e r i c a , b u t in C e n t r a l A m e r i c a . T h e r e are ancient cities like the city of
T e o t i h u a c a n . N o one knows what h a p p e n e d . Even the n a m e is a n a m e
which was given by the Aztecs. T h e C a r i b s , the d i s a p p e a r a n c e of the
C a r i b s in the West Indies a n d in S o u t h A m e r i c a r e m a i n s an e n i g m a . I
know there is a people w h o still relates to the C a r i b s , it claims to h a v e
descended f r o m the C a r i b s . T h e C a r i b s d i s a p p e a r e d very suddenly. W e
d o n ' t know what h a p p e n e d . W e have these uncertainties, a n d I ' m s a / i n g
that out of these uncertainties one could begin to create the kind of fiction
that responds to those uncertainties. So I come back to what I said
earlier. So you begin to create the first d e a t h , the second d e a t h , the third
d e a t h , a n d each time you break the m o u l d you rehearse the thing, you
see e m b r y o n i c elements. So those are the elements that are right at the
core, the very seed of a certain kind of structure or possibility. You see
those again in you a n d therefore you have a chance to take the consequences of history u p o n yourself, into yourself, a n d deal with t h e m differently.
/ was particularly struck, in reading D a Silva d a Silva's Cultivated Wilderness, of your use of the visual arts and the way that Da Silva seems to be painting life
as he lives it or living life as he paints it...
Yes, he lives life in his canvas, as if he lives it — if h e ' s walking in the
street, h e ' s walking in his paintings.
/ was wondering about the presence of visual art in your fiction. It seems to be very
strong. Perhaps even more than music. I mean, the structure ofyour work could be
seen also as musical, of course, but it seems to me to be more related to sculpture,
architecture and, particularly, painting. Is that so?
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Well, the musical thing has an importance which we could come to later,
if you like. But as far as the painting thing goes, one of the pressures on
me was that I believe that fiction has to reflect the blindness of a culture.
In other words, the painting, in a sense. Let me put it this way: as one
moves in the street, or wherever it is that one moves, one sees so much
and so much one does not see. Now in Da Silva, those paintings that he
had painted seven years before, he sees them differently. It's as if he
becomes aware of the fact that there are things in the painting which he
may not have perceived even when he painted the painting, and that
reflects on his whole movement through whatever place happens to be the
place in which he lives and moves, so that he has to somehow come into
dialogue with that thing again. As if each painting is a world in which is
secreted a lamp (or a series of lamps) one never recognises as a lamp until
one 'touches' or reflects upon it in a new way and the genie springs forth...
At different levels.
Now, for example, in Da Silva da Silva you may remember this curious
proposition that is presented of a bird that flies from one point across the
ocean or whatever and arrives at the other point. He is guided by the
stars and the sun. So it does this without deviation. But we cannot do
that. W e have to make our way by navigation, by mathematics. But no
bird is capable of mathematics. Mathematics therefore comes from some
recognition in ourselves that we have lost something which the bird
possesses and in losing that we enter the realm of art and science. W e
begin to explore, much more deeply and much more strangely, the world
around ourselves which we create because we are constantly creating
something which we need to return to and rediscover; we constantly need
to revise our vision of the world around us, but the paradox is that out of
that arises the greatest arts and sciences. So there is a paradox in recognizing our half blindness. It is as if we move into ourselves and discover
another eye, another way of looking at the world, which questions our
physical vision. It questions therefore afl the facts which we put together
and which may be very useful but which we need to look at again in
another way. And it is as if something else grows within ourselves that
responds to that crisis, that loss of animal instinct. Da Silva is doing this
through his paintings. That's one aspect of this. He's also painting
himself into the masks of our past regimes. He never paints himself as
himself. He puts a mask on himself. It might be Magellan or it might be
Cuffey, the slave rebel, or it might be someone else. So it's as if he
secretes himself in a past age and senses something of the desolation of
that past age, but senses also the pressures and the possibilities and the
potentials. And then he's able to slip out of that with some kind of
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capacity to relate to a n o t h e r age, if you lilce, in which he puts himself. So
h e ' s never caught within any one f r a m e because h e ' s a w a r e all the time of
how vulnerable he is a n d how half blind he is a n d how in a way partially
crippled he is, because the things that the a n i m a l would do a n d the bird
would do, which seem i n s t a n t a n e o u s a n d r e m a r k a b l y accurate, he c a n n o t
do, but on the other h a n d the things he begins to do in t e r m s of his
crippled a n d half blind condition are mysteriously b e a u t i f u l , provided he
does not at any stage b e c o m e so complacent that he thinks that he has it
all. A n d that is part of the impulse in the D a Silva thing.
What about the musical element?
In a brief introduction to The Guyana Quartet (1985) I refer to the C a r i b
cannibal bone flute a n d how this validates the music imageries that r u n
t h r o u g h the Quartet a n d Palace of the Peacock in particular. I was not a w a r e
of this curious validation w h e n I wrote the Quartet, b u t years later
research in which I was involved b r o u g h t h o m e to m e an intuitive r a p p o r t
with a t r a n s f o r m e d bone flute in which the cannibal morsel acts as a
c a m o u f l a g e u p o n the 'metaphysical c o n s u m p t i o n of bias' of which I have
already spoken in this interview. I go into some detail in respect of this, in
the new introduction.
Your first books were collections of poetry, published while you were still in Guyana.
Although in more recent years you seem to have devoted most of your time to prose
writing, your prose is itself 'poetic' and extracts or fragments' from your poetry have
been included in some of your novels as 'evidence' brought by or about one of the
characters, or as scorched remains of the protagonist. What is the relationship
between poetry and prose in your work?
T h e r e are m a n y m e d i a t i n g factors between ' p o e t r y ' a n d ' p r o s e ' which
m a y p u s h a writer into narrative fiction. O n e m a y need to assess these in
close detail to sense strategies a n d necessities in the body of l a n g u a g e that
few critics, as far as I a m a w a r e , have u n f o l d e d .
M y p r o f o u n d interest is in the validation of imaginative fiction t h r o u g h
live fossils of creation or the creative imagination b u r i e d in the soil of
place a n d time. Such validation shakes o n e ' s complacency for it m e a n s
that proof of the truths of imaginative fiction m a y lie t h r o u g h o p e n i n g
ourselves to alien questions of spirit.
Certain figures seem to hold particular fascination for you: the pork-knocker, the land
surveyor, the artist, the engineer. Then there are the Anancy figures, and the
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victor/victim, judge/judged, hunter/hunted pairs. Or the figures from the past who
reappear in the present in original and unexpected reincarnations. Or the figure of the
scarecrow. Would you like to talk about some of them?
Well, the pork-knocker is really a destitute figure who eventually may
have to live on scraps. So he beats the bottom of the barrel to get the last
scraps of pork out. H e takes his provisions in, but he may be reduced to
virtually nothing. So he has to hunt and so on, and he has to conserve
everything. Now that is one of the haunting things about the porkknocker. Let us start with the pork-knocker in Heartland, Da Silva. Da
Silva comes out of Palace, that's the D a Silva who survives. H e ' s the one
who comes in the river, who comes to Stevenson, and he's the one who's
found dead, lodged dead in the rocks. Da Silva is a Portuguese and when
he's lodged in the rocks one has some kind of implicit recognition of the
great Portuguese navigators who came around the world. Now it's a
curious thing, if you reflect on it, that some of those great Portuguese
navigators were pork-knockers — they had to live on scraps, you see —
so by relating the great Portuguese navigator to the pork-knocker one is
once again seizing upon a figure who seems decrepit, hollow, lost, and
really in a sense revisiting the story, the theme of the great explorer, the
great navigator, on whom so m a n y consequences and responsibilities lie.
I don't think that the circumnavigation of the globe could simply be
accepted as a technical feat. Responsibilities accrue which have to do
with the whole scope and capacity of our civilization. Now we may tend
to forget that and think of Magellan as simply a historical figure in the
museum of history. W h a t I ' m saying is that the responsibilities which one
has to sense in terms of those great moments may be recovered or seen
again in another light through apparently despised figures like the porkknocker. Because once again you come into some kind of regeneration in
which you begin to sense that this whole navigation thing, the consequences that flow from that navigation, bear upon us all. And it is
through the pork-knocker, through a medium like Da Silva in this
instance, a Portuguese pork-knocker, that one could relate to these great
gigantic figures and relate to them at a level in which we may be able to
sense some kind of vision within those great navigators. Despite their
lusts, their greed, there may have been some vision, some very subtle,
frail vision r u n n i n g along in concert with the whole expedition which was
intent on sacking places or claiming places or doing this or doing that.
There may have been some vision of immense importance which we have
lost because we tend to think of it only in strict log-book mechanical terms
and we may come back to that through the destitute pork-knocker,
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because Da Silva is the one who has all the stuff to speak of in terms of
conscience, of how conscience gnaws at us, and the great coffin in which
he lies at the end and everything that he says seems to throw a strange
bridge from that world which would seem to be so derelict into another
world of museum values and museum greatness.
It is in that way that the scarecrow too tends to function. For instance,
the scarecrow in The Far Journey of Oudin. Oudin is a kind of scarecrow
figure, but he is also the one on whom so many strange things rest.
Oudin is the one who is employed by R a m to steal from Mohammed.
When he returns to M o h a m m e d ' s home he resembles the half brother or
heir to the estate Mohammed and his brothers had murdered and
M o h a m m e d ' s wife is frightfully aware of this and tormented, as if the
murdered half brother has returned. It is Oudin who is sent by Ram to
steal and put a brand on M o h a m m e d ' s cattle. T h e very Oudin overturns
R a m ' s world. He turns against R a m in the end. H e seems at first to be
the servant of the evil money lender R a m , but there is a strange rehearsal
going on in which Oudin rescues the illiterate Indian girl Beti and takes
her away, and as he takes her away across the landscape it is as if he is
retracing the steps which the previous people had taken when they
murdered the heir. It's as if everything were re-enacting itself, re-playing
itself, through him. So the whole burden of the thing falls upon a kind of
scarecrow figure who seems decrepit and incapable of carrying that
burden.
The point I am making is that unless one can see right into the heart of
that decrepit figure one may never be able to recover the consequences of
a certain kind of empire in which a certain covenant with people needs to
be recapitulated through marginal agents or figures whose ambivalence
deepens our awareness of the past. T h a t ' s how the scarecrow works. The
victim as well, at a certain level. I mean, I ' m not making generalizations,
but if you look at the specific ways in which the victim works you see that
without some comprehension of the victim you would lose sight entirely
of what that whole complex culture is doing, what it has done to us. In
other words, within the complex culture there are values, however brutal
the culture may appear. It possesses values. But those values may only be
gleaned or glimpsed through figures that seem decrepit and lost, whether
they be scarecrows or victims or pork-knockers, etc. There is a variety of
ways in which this moves within the novel. Much of it has to do with the
matter of rehearsal — some of it, anyway, and the example I would like
to mention quickly is in The Secret Ladder where the Portuguese woman
Catalena is about to be raped and it is at that moment that she has the
sense of a great overpowering figure who is about to save her life. At that
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moment, when she looks up to see what figure it is, she sees the face of
two of her enemies who have run from the river to bring news to their
companions that they have no time to do this horrible thing because they
believe the police are after them (they believe that they have killed a m a n ,
although they h a d n ' t actually killed him), so they run in and that is how
she is saved. So you have running together the terrifying ordeal of this
woman and the vision that she has of a great presence about to save her,
but then what appear are the masks of her enemies. So the two things run
closely together: two forces again — we spoke of the paradox of forces —
but the woman who is on the ground and who is reduced, who appears to
be on the edge of the pit, it is through her that this enormous kind of
intimation occurs. So that although I wouldn't call her a scarecrow figure
she's not far removed from it, and she escapes.
The women in your novels play an important role and they often bear symbolic names:
Maria, Petra, Magda...
All the women play very important roles. For example, in the O u d i n
case, without the illiterate girl Beti, it is possible that O u d i n would have
collapsed. At some level he needed her profoundly, he was sustained by
her. I think this bears on the question of what kind of quest O u d i n was
intent on. O u d i n may have at one time seen his quest as simply the
acquisition of material property on behalf of the m a n who had employed
him as a robber and so on. But later on he came to see his quest as having
to do not only with the woman herself but with the child which she was to
carry, in other words, through the woman, the future that lies ahead of
him. Whatever may be his visions, whatever may be his possibilities or
capacities, there must be a future and the woman is an essential response
to the past and the future, so that some of his possibilities and powers
have to be understood in that complex and this is not easy because there
is a tendency to abuse women in that society: women were abused, they
were illiterate, it was felt that there was no sense in educating them, and
yet it is through someone like that that O u d i n comes into his treasure, his
most profound sensation of the value of life.
T h e Mariella woman in Palace is a woman who undergoes various
metamorphoses that correspond to various rehearsals and the various
modes of dying that we discussed before. There is Mariella the abused
woman; there is the ancient Arawak woman who is related to Mariella,
almost a metamorphosis of Mariella; there's the Mariella in the rapids
who becomes the formidable mistress of events that remind them of the
long journey they have m a d e from Northern into Southern America; and
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then there's the Mariella at the end, the kind of strange candle-like naked
woman with the child. All these metamorphoses are of immense importance because they bear upon the ways in which that entire expedition will
move into the future, the metaphysical consumption of bias. It's as if
then their whole vision of life changes and in changing they begin to sense
not only the importance of the women but the importance of their own
humanity, because their own humanity is connected to the women and to
the future and to the past, and unless they understand that they will
destroy themselves. And the same thing applies at a certain level to many
of the animal creatures who are hunted — in many of those societies the
woman was hunted and the animal was hunted. So it's also a vision of
nature and the resources of nature and the way nature sustains us in all
sorts of ways, not only food but sex and not only sex but the sacramental
values that reside in food and sex. All these things that come into shape
and form and that could not happen unless the mould is broken at
various times. So Mariella appears to be the same yet not the same at
different moments when the mould is broken.
Magda, in The Whole Armour, is a terrifying woman. You see how she
changes. She is the terrifying mother who saves Cristo and actually forces
Cristo to put on the dead man's garments so that the dead man mauled
by the tiger will appear to the police as Cristo. But then in the end the
terrible Magda is depleted and the weak or apparently weak Sharon with
whom Cristo has an affair is the one who'll sustain him. So you have the
past and the future, the way the whole thing forms, turns around, and
you can see into the heart of a kind of substance which one does not fully
understand, which one abuses. So the women all the way through have
that value of inimitable substance. In Da Silva da Silva, you may
remember the woman who aborts her child but then relates this to the
rib, Adam's rib, as much as to say that there is a price for fertility and
sometimes that price has to be paid and Adam may have paid it in some
obscure way that we know nothing about when the rib was plucked. This
is a different way of looking at Adam, I grant. So she too has plucked a
foetal rib out of her side, but in doing so espouses a sacramental value
and becomes committed to the process of life. She becomes a social
worker who cares for and tends neglected children... In other words you
get this sense of fertility, of an aspect of terrifying fertility, and the fact
that a price has to be paid in losses and gains. The abortion is not a
mechanical thing, you can almost relate it to a kind of genesis fate or
reality: why did God pluck the rib from Adam's side? W e say it was done
to create a companion, but it may have signified some test, some fertility
test or ritual or something which we have forgotten. And unless we accept
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some measure of blindness to all these connections we do not understand
ourselves nor the miracle of regenerative psyche, regenerative life of the
body of humanity in which fate and freedom move towards the genius of
love, the mind and heart of love, the mind and heart of care which I sought
to approach within an evolution of Dantesque tradition in my latest novel
Carnival.

NOTE
1.

Wilson Harris gave a talk on 'Comedy and Modern Allegory: A Personal View of
the Revival of Dantesque Scenes in Modern Fiction' at the V l l l t h Annual Conference of A.I. A. (Associazione Italiana di Anglistica) at the University of Turin on 29
October 1985.

STEPHEN SLEMON

Revisioning Allegory:
Wilson Harris's Carnival
In each of his eighteen works of fiction published over the past quarter
century, Wilson Harris has focused on the question of how to effect
'genuine change' within history's 'phenomenal legacy' of monumental,
seemingly totalising tradition and the conceptual biases it carries, and, in
consequence, his novels tend to return to the same closely delimited
ground of thematic concern and stylistic voice. Motifs, images, characters, and plot patterns recur throughout his oeuvre, giving rise to the
perception that Harris's later work continues to draw from the 'overreaching vision'^ of his first novel Palace of the Peacock, re-examining its
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